
Capital and Capitol 
National Banks 

One of the stellar notes in the Jorde North Dakota sale held by Lyn Knight in Fargo in January 

2013 was a number 1 $5 brown back issued by The Capital National Bank of Bismarck, Territory of Dakota. 

Jess Lipka reached for it, then upon getting it queried me to see if Capital was misspelled. 

That’s a great question. The answer is no. 

Capital refers to the city that is the seat of government 

whereas Capitol refers to the building that houses the 

legislature and often the governor’s office as well. Both 

have been used in bank titles. 

The Bismarck bank, focus of this article, had as 

president Nehemiah George Ordway, considered the 

most controversial governor of Dakota Territory. It is 

worth tracking Ordway. He was a fellow who wanted to 

make money, so he engaged in two time-tested 

occupations that allowed him to steer as much of it into 

his pockets as possible, politics and banking. The 

concept of conflict of interest was not in his lexicon. 

An unidentified biographer writing in the North 

Dakota Magazine in 1907 succinctly summarized his 

character in the gentle tones of that era. “He succeeded 

in doing much more for his friends than for himself, 

which is a characteristic of those leaders who last 
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Figure 1. This number 1 Dakota Territorial was issued by the bank founded by territorial 

governor Nehemiah G. Ordway, who orchestrated the move of the territorial capital to 

Bismarck from Yankton. Photo courtesy of Jess Lipka. 

Figure 2. Territorial governor Nehemiah George Ordway 

organized The Capital National Bank of Bismarck and 

served as its president from 1883 through 1885. Wikipedia 

photo. 
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longest in political strife. * * * He enjoyed a wide acquaintance with public men and was a keen observer 

of and participant in politics.” 

Ordway was born November 10, 1828, in Warner, New Hampshire. He engaged in his own 

mercantile business in Warner from 1847 to 1855. Beginning in 1855 he made inroads into politics as a 

way to considerably improve his lot in life. 

In June 1855, he got elected a doorkeeper and Sergeant-at-Arms of the New Hampshire House of 

Representatives. He was re-elected in 1856 and also elected assistant clerk, pro tem, of the House. In July, 

1856, he was appointed governor high sheriff of his home Merrimac County. 

He moved to Concord, New Hampshire, shortly after where he was elected marshal and tax 

collector. In 1860, he served as chairman of the New Hampshire Republican party during Lincoln=s run. 

His reward was to be appointed in 1862 as general agent of the Post Office Department for the six New 

England states, where he was headquartered in Boston. He was commissioned a Colonel in 1862 and served 

to forward troops into the Union Civil War army until December 1863. 

December 1863 saw him elected Sergeant-at-Arms of the U. S. House of Representatives, a position 

he was able to hold on to for 12 years until the Democrats took control of Congress. He bought considerable 

real estate while in the District of Columbia. 

He organized The Kearsarge National Bank of Warner, New Hampshire, charter 1674, at the end 

of 1867, and served as its president through 1868. Apparently, he was splitting his time between Warner 

and Washington, DC. 

He returned to New Hampshire in March 1875 and was elected to the New Hampshire House of 

Representatives from Warner, a position he held through 1879. Thereafter, he moved on to the state senate. 

The New Hampshire congressional delegation nominated him for the office of Governor of Dakota 

Territory. He received his appointed from Republican President Rutherford B. Hayes in May 1880 and was 

confirmed on June 1st. He arrived in Yankton with his wife and son on June 23, 1880, becoming the seventh 

governor of the territory. Having won this political plum allowed the fun to really begin in earnest. 

President Lincoln signed the charter for the Northern Pacific Railroad in 1864, providing for a line 

from Duluth, Minnesota, to Oregon via Bismarck, Dakota Territory. The railroad was awarded every other 

section (square mile) of land within a 40-mile corridor straddling the railroad line, the most generous 

allotment allowed any railroad. The railroad company sold the land east of the Missouri River for $4.00/acre 

and west of the Missouri River for $2.60/acre. 

The line went through what is now North Dakota, and thanks to numerous branch lines, the railroad 

ended up owning a quarter of the state. The line would cross the Missouri River at Bismarck, a town founded 

in 1872 as Edwinton after Edwin Johnson, engineer-in-chief of railroad. A year later the railroad renamed 

Figure 3. Early in his career, Ordway organized The Kearsarge National Bank of Warner, 

New Hampshire in 1867, whereupon he signed this note as president. Photo courtesy of David 

Bowers. 
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the burg Bismarck after the German chancellor in order to attract German investment and settlers. 

The result of all of this was that the Northern Pacific Railroad was the tail that waged the dog in 

the northern half of Dakota Territory. There was plenty of largess to go around. Ordway quickly allied 

himself with the railroad and Alexander McKenzie, a prominent railroad lobbyist. 

The railroad wanted the capital of the territory moved from Yankton in the southeast corner of the 

territory to Bismarck at the center of its line through the territory. At Ordway’s instigation, the 1883 

territorial assembly, amid much arm twisting, favoritism and probably graft, authorized a 9-member Capital 

Commission to recommend a new site for the capital that would be more centrally located in the territory. 

A third of the commission was comprised of Northern Pacific affiliates including McKenzie. 

As part of the process, the commission had to hold its organizational meeting in Yankton within 30 

days of passage of the enabling act. However, the concept of a move was bitterly contested by Yankton 

interests, who brought suit challenging the legality of the act authorizing the commission. They succeeded 

in winning a temporary judicial restraining order against the commission from Yankton district court judge 

Alonzo Edgerton, who also served as Chief Justice in the territorial Supreme Court. 

However, the commissioners evaded service of process against them. In due course, they discreetly 

boarded a special train at Sioux City, Iowa, arranged by McKenzie that passed through and stopped briefly 

in Yankton at night wherein they held their organizational meeting as required by the act, and then 

proceeded out into the territory to the various candidate sites to audition them for the capital removal before 

anyone got wind of their presence in Yankton. 

As these events unfolded, a territorial grand jury began probing improprieties of the legislators who 

passed the capital relocation law, resulting in the indictment of many for bribery and corruption. However, 

no warrants ever were issued for their arrests. 

The commission met at St. Paul, Minnesota, during the last days of May to make its decision, and 

then traveled to Fargo in Dakota Territory, where they announced that Bismarck had been selected for the 

new capital. 

During July and August Edgerton heard the case against the commissioners and ruled that they 

were appointed illegally and ousted them from office. The commissioners appealed to the Supreme Court 

of Dakota Territory, which in 1884 overturned the ruling of their Chief Justice, thus allowing the relocation 

of the capital to Bismarck to stand. 

In the meantime, the Northern Pacific Railroad had furnished the required 160-acre tract of land 

for the capital plus another 160 acres for other governmental uses. The capital was moved to Bismarck on 

June 2, 1883, whereupon Ordway relocated there and ordered the records and books to Bismarck. This was 

opposed by the southeastern interests but Ordway prevailed in court. He then oversaw construction of a 

Figure 4. This is an attractive note from a capitol national bank. Capitol means the building, 

whereas capital refers to the town hosting the seat of government. Photo courtesy of Heritage 

Auction Archives. 
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new capitol building in Bismarck. In September, 1883, Henry Villard, president of the Northern Pacific, 

laid the cornerstone for the new capitol building. 

Not missing a beat, Ordway organized The Capital National Bank of Bismarck in 1883, in which 

institution he served as president through 1885. 

Ordway was removed from office by President Chester A. Arthur in 1884, who installed Gilbert A. 

Pierce as his replacement as territorial governor. Ordway stayed on in Bismarck for a number of years 

managing investments as well as lobbying for the Northern Pacific Railway. 

He eventually returned east where he split his time between Washington, DC, and Warner, New 

Hampshire. He owned a house in the District of Columbia that was close to the Capitol and served as 

president of the Washington Market. He sold some of his land to the government, which became the site 

for the Washington library. He spent the last days of his life in Warner managing two large farms, dying 

July 3, 1907 at 79. 

There were 15 note-issuing Capital National banks and three Capitol National Banks. In addition, 

there was the town Capitol Hill in Oklahoma, which was founded in 1905 and merged with Oklahoma City 

in 1911. 

These are the Capital banks. The dates in parenthesis are the dates when the titles went into effect 

in cases of title changes. 

Charter Location  Bank 
8460 AL Montgomery The Capital National Bank of (8/25/1916) 

10107 CA Sacramento The Capital National Bank of 
4107 DC Washington The National Capital Bank of 
5490 GA Atlanta The Capital City National Bank of 
4158 IN Indianapolis The Capital National Bank of 
7907 KS Topeka The Capital National Bank of 
8148 MI Lansing The Capital National Bank of 
8108 MN Saint Paul The Capital National Bank of 
6646 MS Jackson The Capital National Bank of 

13708 MS Jackson Capital National Bank in 
2988 NE Lincoln The Capital National Bank of (5/14/1884) 

758 NH Concord The National State Capital Bank of 
2986 ND Bismarck The Capital National Bank of 
3405 OR Salem The Capital National Bank of 
4297 WA Olympia The Capital National Bank of 

Figure 5. Note from a scarce capital national bank. Photo courtesy of Lyn Knight Auctions. 
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These are the Capitol banks. The dates in parenthesis are the dates when the titles went into effect 

in cases of title changes. 

6355 CO Denver The Capitol National Bank of (3/3/1903) 
13038 CT Hartford The Capitol National Bank of 
13038 CT Hartford The Capitol National Bank and Trust Company of 

(5/6/1927) 
4705 OK Guthrie The Capitol National Bank of 
9584 OK Capitol Hill The First National Bank of 

Of course, the names of all the Capital and Capitol national banks were trading on the fact that they 

were located in state capitals. The officers of two of them started with different titles but decided to get 

with the program and attach their identities to their state capitals. These were The New Farley National 

Bank of Montgomery, Alabama (8460), and The Marsh National Bank of Lincoln, Nebraska (2988). 

The Montgomery bank owes its lineage to Farley, Spear & Co., which reorganized under a national 

charter as The Farley National Bank in 1889 and received charter number 4180. That bank consolidated 

with the elder Merchants and Planters National Bank, charter 2029, in 1902, to became The Merchants and 

Planters Farley National Bank. This mouthful of a bank retained charter 4180, but was in turn swallowed 

by The First National Bank of Montgomery, charter 1814, in 1906. 

Figure 6. Capitol Hill on the south side of Oklahoma City was annexed in 1911. This proof is 

from a 50-50-50-100 plate made for the bank in November 1911 that never was used. National 

Numismatic Collection, Smithsonian Institution, photo. 
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However, Louis B. Farley split off from The First National during the merger in 1906 and organized 

The New Farley National under charter 8460. You can bet there is an intriguing story there! When B. P. 

Crum replaced Farley as president in 1916, the officers changed their title to The Capital National Bank. 

The First National Bank of Capitol Hill, Oklahoma, was organized May 29, 1909 and liquidated 

July 22, 1913. The bankers maintained the minimum allowable circulation of $6,250, all of which came in 

the form of Series of 1902 date back 50-100 sheets, of which 41 covered their initial bond purchase and 50 

were replacements for worn notes redeemed from circulation. Capitol Hill is now an historic business and 

entertainment district in south Oklahoma City, originally a separate town established in 1905 and annexed 

by Oklahoma City in 1911. With 182 notes, the bank used the third smallest number of notes for a bank in 

Oklahoma. None are reported. 

Sources of Data 
June 1907, Governor N. G. Ordway: North Dakota Magazine, Agriculture Department, Bismarck, ND, p. 66-71. 

http://history.nd.gov/lincoln/land10.html 

http://politicalgraveyard.com/bio/onen-orner.html 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nehemiah_G._Ordway 

http://www.ndstudies.org/articles/congress_creates_dakota_territory 

This chapter is from The Encyclopedia of U. S. National Bank Notes published jointly by the National Currency 

Foundation (www.nationalcurrencyfoundation.com) and Society of Paper Money Collectors (www.spmc.org). 
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